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The little girl who is the subject of this study was born in February, 1901, her mother dying at the same time in childbirth. Her father was a somewhat erratic personality, rather a genius in his own profession. The child was left in care of nurses and women relatives who spoiled the naturally masterful, egotistical girl to such an extent that living with her was almost impossible.
The father remarried after a few years.
His second wife was in ill health, and the little girl was again trusted to nurses. When six years old, she developed the habit of masturbation, which was not discovered for about a year and a half.
Every device for breaking her of it was employed, electric treatment, whipping, shaming, and even a mechanical device especially contrived for the prevention of this trouble. Not one made any impression, as the habit had become too firmly rooted. Visitors at the house were struck by the wolfish expression habitually worn by the child.
Her health was precarious, her temper frightful, her disposition so warped and soured by indulgence and her resentment at interference so fierce, that, in despair, the family sent her away when she was eight, to a trainer who had been quite successful in helping several children with this trouble.
Here for two years the little girl was watched incessantly by day, and at night slept with hands and feet tied. Her luxurious toys were taken from her, she was required to do everything for herself (from dressing herself to washing her own simple clothes), and to assist in the general work. She was not overburdened, but every moment was filled with healthful exercise.
She hated and resented such treatment, naturally, and up to the time she came to me she had done nothing unless she knew she would be punished for refusing. Her aim seemed to be to get ahead of people, and hurt them before they thwarted her. In determining for myself whether reclaiming the child were possible, one thing enabled me to throw hesitation to the winds. I was told that when the little girl's father had whipped her severely, and had followed the chastisement with reproaches expressing his (12) disgust that a child of his should be capable of such a loathsome thing as masturbation, the child had flashed back defiantly, "Father, I don't see why I shouldn't; I like it, and I'm going to do it!" When I heard that I said, although I had never seen the child, "I'll take her, she is made of good material. I'm sure this is no case of degeneracy, but of misdirected energy."
Just before we met the train by which the child was to arrive, the stepmother showed me a letter from the person who had had her in charge for the past two years, saying that the child had been prevented by force "I want to be your friend, Sister," she said finally. And she has certainly tried to be.
What this little incident meant to me no one will ever dream.
I was on the right track, after all, and I knew we must win out. It took a long time for her to eliminate all these tricks which alone had meant "fun" to her for so long. In the meantime, she was learning some new kinds, which were proving much more fascinating.
I had tired her out thoroughly, the first night before bed time, and though I lay awake watching her for several successive nights, I saw no sign of the habit. Of course, I did not tie her? she simply went to bed like any one else. In the day time I stayed with her when it could be managed, so she felt I was not trying to do so.
At other times, I turned her loose and took chances, believing that at all costs she must never feel she was being watched.
I made her sense my trust in every act, every word. I showed her that I respected her as my friend, and expected a like consideration from her, though I said very little about it, except when she sought a conversation on the subject.
It did not take me long to discover that her vulnerable points were her hatred of being ignored, her vanity, and her unusually sympathetic nature?once she discovered she had one.
I gave her a month of running at large, during which time I asked her to do nothing which I did not do myself. Her sense of fairness would naturally concede a thing that I required also of myself. We were apparently two friends on a vacation, laughing, reading, working, arguing together as chums. Of course, this did not come all at once; it took many battles with herself, and much discouragement on my part before we reached even a semblance of the real thing. But we were working together after the first two weeks?and that made all the difference.
Way down below her surface rebellion both she and I knew that she would "make good" in my eyes and her own. For we had talked over her past, and she herself had pronounced judgment on it as not worth while. But I am getting ahead of my story.
One device we tried, which I think helped not a little in starting the day aright, was a five-minute relaxing period immediately after breakfast. We always took a thought which she herself suggested to occupy our minds during this time. Here are a few she mentioned: "We are kind to folks because they need it"; "There is a lot of good in every one"; "I want to be 'pure in heart' "; "I Truly it was equal to a day's hard labor. She disputed everything, argued over the most insignificant detail such as,?if she had written "there" and I gave her "then" she wrote it under "there", like this "hen."
When I insisted on having another "t" she persisted that one "t" would do for both words. And it was literally so. If I could get her promise, much was accomplished; naturally I was careful not to let her promise so many things that she could not remember them. This is exceedingly important. It was not a question of whether she could keep a promise, so much as forming the mental habit of never consciously breaking one. I would never advise making a child, at this stage, conscious of breaking a promise if he seemed absolutely oblivious of having done so. Even then, if he must be reminded, I would always emphasize the fact of "forgetting," and not the "promise-breaking" itself. I always say, "Of course you only forgot to do so and so, but forgetting a promise is almost as serious as breaking one!" If I could get her promise, I rarely needed to think twice about the matter. My original device "that it is very hard to get her to promise" usually plays a part, but in the end it only emphasizes, and gives her time to think over, what is involved in the promise she is about to make.
After I had established her confidence in my wider experience, I asked her to "promise" to obey me when I asked her to do so. I promised in turn never to ask this unless it were necessary and agreed to explain my reasons when I could, after she had done what I requested. When I didn't she must show her trust in me by going without explanation. At first she obeyed, but sometimes she took half a day to do so. I let this go for a while, and then I asked her to put "promptly" into her code. After much deliberation, she agreed. Next I asked that "cheerfully" be added. To this she only agreed to promise "to try." This has never been expanded, as can well be imagined.
When I wanted a thing done, I discussed it with her and then asked her to do it.
If she had promised beforehand she did it without any objections, and I never waited to see the complete act. Now, are you a sport?" "I don't think I was born one," she said, thoughtfully, "but I might grow to be one, couldn't I?" "It doesn't make any difference," I answered, "what you were born, you can make yourself anything you wish!" "Then I'm going to play in your class, Sister," she ended. And by a tremendous effort she has achieved being "a good loser" in most affairs, not only in games. Her success is shown, practically, in the changed attitude of her own kind toward her. From being hated of all children, her popularity has come to be an acknowledged fact. I could not have offered her anything else that would appeal so much to the splendid stuff in her. I believe that most children could be appealed to in this way, and if they failed to have the "material" at the start, such an appeal might develop it.
The one big idea I kept before her is self-control in every form. She was as anxious as I to perfect herself in that respect. For we both believed she had a big work ahead of her, and that together we were getting ready for it. I told her that every time she controlled herself in any way, she was growing strong for the time when she would need it for her work. On her control in these minor things, I based her capacity for control when the habit of masturbation might momentarily attempt to reassert itself, though of course I did not tell her that.
Why could we not teach all children "control" with their big life work as a goal? If we only realized it, the identical things that appeal to us appeal to these misunderstood little folks.
I was not long in enlisting her sympathy and interest in the fact that every capable human being ought to be an economic unit. It was quite amusing to hear her scornful rejection of the term "little lady" conferred on her by an unsuspecting old gentleman. I had given her Emily Putnam's definition of a lady?"The female of the class in power"?and had read her a good deal of the lady's parasitic condition; consequently, no one could have insulted her more than that pleasant old man. She wants to earn her bread. In fact she does earn her "wages" out of which she supplies all her small wants. I was told she had a frightful temper, and when she said, in her boastful way, expecting the usual hysterical horror over such a statement, "I have a dreadful temper, Sister!" I replied, "So have I, and we wouldn't be worth a picayune if we hadn't! But we control it, of course, don't we?" "Of course we do," she replied, sweetly?her attitude abso-lutely changed. She kept an account of herself and fined herself if she failed to make good. She left notes to this effect on my desk. I find, "Dec. 10th, 2 cents?I pouted"; "Feb. 2nd, 1 cent?I was not nice." I explained early that there are laws in the world and that there are penalties for breaking them; keeping them is the concession one makes for living with other people. So she willingly and without further suggestion from me pays her fine for the laws which she breaks in her own small world.
It is easily seen that her defectiveness was only because her energy (of which she had an enormous supply) was misdirected and misused; also, because of her misunderstanding and mismanagement on the part of those in charge of her. Her mind is one of exceptional quickness and brilliancy, with a reasoning faculty rarely seen in children (perhaps it is so rare, because so infrequently called forth). She has a fine sense of justice and an intense desire to make good. She quickly repairs an injury she has inflicted. She is very emotional, easily influenced, still inclined to be overbearing and egotistical, but for the most part, kindly, lovable, thoughtful, earnest, loyal, animated by that intense desire to be liked which is innate in all born leaders.
Program for these six months (October, 1911, to April, 1912 Bed at 8.
I began now to leave her occasionally to go to bed alone, but generally I sat with her and read or wrote until she was asleep.
We moved into the boarding school for the last two months, and the program was more or less a variation of the one just given. I still watched her, but never let her be aware of it. My principle has been to make her feel my trust and I am sure it was better to risk a good deal rather than have her guess that she was being watched.
Of course this is only a year's work and it remains to be seen how permanent it has been, as she is now only twelve. Much depends on the power of those in charge of her, to re-enforce the habits formed until they become absolutely stable. This particular child seems to have been richly endowed at the start with unusual qualities, but who shall say what the possibilities of any of these misunderstood and mismanaged little folks are until they have been given a chance really to express and develop themselves?
